Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer of Wales 

CMO7: Keeping physically active 

Keeping physically active is an important way of protecting your health and is one of the key themes of Health Challenge Wales, the national focus for improving the nation’s health.  You may think that being older is reason enough for taking it easy, but regular exercise is important in later life. 

Your metabolism slows down with age, which means you are more likely to put on weight.   Middle-aged spread may be accepted as an inevitable part of growing older, but it does put your health at risk. Being overweight can increase the load carried by the joints by four or five times. Obesity also increases the risk of osteoarthritis in women, as well as the chance of developing other chronic conditions such as diabetes. 

Doing some moderate exercise twice every week helps to make the heart stronger and increase energy levels, muscle strength and bone density. It can also reduce stress and lower the risk of falls.  What’s more, it’s never too late to start.  Studies have shown that people aged 65 and over show improved muscle strength, flexibility and fitness within weeks of beginning a regular exercise programme.  If you stay physically active, you’re also likely to stay independent longer.
Getting started

If you haven’t exercised for some time, or if you have conditions such as heart disease, osteoporosis, arthritis and asthma, then you should get some advice before starting.  Speak to your GP about your medical condition and to your local leisure centre about suitable activities or classes. If joining an exercise group, make sure that the instructor is suitably qualified and tell them about any medical conditions or mobility problems that you may have.  Age Concern’s Ageing Well initiative can also provide information on healthy living and runs a number of physical activities (contact 029 2043 1555 for more information).

Exercising at home

You may feel a little self-consciousness about joining a class or exercising in front of other people. In fact, few people have perfect bodies, and everyone has a different level of fitness.  Exercising at home means that you don’t need to worry what you look like or how out of breath you are – you can go at your own pace.  

Walking can be easily incorporated into everyday life simply by walking to the shops or taking the dog out.  Start with 5 to 10 minute walks and gradually increase the distance. Aim to walk briskly for 20 to 30 minutes, two to three times per week to get a full aerobic exercise.  Armchair exercises combine relaxation with physical activity.  Books and videos to suit all tastes and abilities are also available. 'Exercise for Healthy Ageing' published by Help the Aged is specifically designed for people who haven't taken exercise recently and provides a graduated programme of planned exercises. Household chores such as vacuuming, washing floors, dusting and brushing are an ideal way to workout when performed with sufficient gusto. 
Exercise classes

It is important to do a variety of exercise.  It may be worth trying out some new activities before choosing the ones that you enjoy most. Check out your local leisure centre, gym or YMCA for classes.  Swimming provides one of the best aerobic exercises as it gives the heart a good work out, and stretches and strengthens muscles without putting them under strain. Swimming is free for the over 60s as part of the Welsh Assembly Government’s response to Health Challenge Wales.  Dancing helps to improve posture, breathing and general fitness and can be great fun.  It is also very social and a good way of meeting new friends.  Extend exercise classes specialise in doing gentle exercise to music (contact Pauline Hughes on 01873 830 269 for classes in South Wales / Linda Smith on 0161 427 3539 for classes in North Wales or visit www.extend.org.uk).
Holistic activities

There are a number of other activities which aim to exercise the mind as well as the body. Yoga combines exercise, breathing and relaxation to improve muscle tone and mobility and aiding relaxation.  Pilates is a series of gentle movements which stretch and strengthen without putting strain on joints. It helps to improve breathing, balance, coordination, strength and flexibility.  Tai chi is a form of martial art originating from China which promotes self-healing and relaxation. Its gentle circular movements help to improve posture, circulation, flexibility and breathing and can be practiced almost anywhere. 
Exercising certainly brings many health benefits but keeping it up can be difficult.  To make it a success, you need to build physical activity into your everyday routine and take care not to push yourself too far or too fast. 

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Can you exercise if you suffer from arthritis?

A: The benefits of regular exercise can be enormous for people with arthritis. Following a suitable regular exercise programme can help arthritis sufferers to keep weight under control and enables them to live a more pain-free and independent life.  Swimming is excellent as the water helps to support the weight of the body.  Yoga, Pilates and Tai Chi are also ideal as they are low impact.

Q: When are you too old to exercise?

A: Age is no barrier to exercise. Studies show that men and women aged 65 and over can begin improving their strength, stamina and suppleness considerably within a few weeks of beginning a supervised course.

Q: How do I find time to exercise?

A: Lack of time is a common excuse for not exercising. The best way is to build physical activity into your daily routine – using the stairs rather than the lift can burn around 50 extra calories; standing while you make a telephone call burns an extra five calories and parking your car at the far end of the supermarket car park uses 25 calories.  Find the right time to exercise - some people are more energetic first thing in the morning, while others prefer to spread it throughout the day.

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

- Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.

